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Introduction 
One of the effects of trauma is to shatter habitual assumptions about life and self.1 
The Honours project Distort is an investigation into the way materials give a 
sense of the body’s range of responses to emotional upheaval. When 
threatened with losing a child to cancer, I identified with the suffering my child 
endured. Such an experience ruptures boundaries and distorts both physical 
and emotional limits. There is a sense of formlessness and fragmentation as the 
body experiences pain, instability and vulnerability. Wounded, the body 
becomes situated in a transitional space. This project focuses on the 
manipulation of materials where the distortions in the works are read as 
metaphors for the body as it exists in the post trauma transitional space. 
  While several artists depict the body as fragmented, the conceptual 
inspiration for the Honours project comes from the seminal collection Body 
Meets Dress/ Dress Meets Body (Spring/Summer 1997) (fig.1) by Rei Kawakubo from 
Commes des Garçons.  The distortions in these designs are read as metaphors for 
the body in transition. The disassembling and reassembling within Kawakubo’s 
construction process is considered to be representative of the imperfect and 
fragmented body. Within her work, the play between such dualities as 
beauty/grotesque, attraction/repulsion and creation/destruction distorts form and 
tests the limits of boundaries. 
               While the studio works are inspired by Kawakubo’s collection, they also 
share affinities with the concepts and works of other artists including Italian 
post World War II painter Alberto Burri and Spanish contemporary artist Angela 
de la Cruz. Both artists have experienced trauma in their personal lives that is 
considered to influence their work. The tactility and intervention of materials in 
Burri’s works and the often “tortured” appearance in the works of de la Cruz 
allude to pain and violence. 
                                                          
1  Social psychologist Ronnie Janoff-Bulman draws on her fifteen years of research on 
survivors of overwhelming life events in Ronnie Janoff-Bulman, (1992). Shattered assumptions: 
Towards a new psychology of trauma, (New York: Free Press, 1992) 
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            The transitional, post-trauma space is considered a space of 
formlessness with undefined boundaries. The work of George Bataille is 
intended to test the limits of an individual in the same way that a traumatic 
experience tests the body’s limits. Bataille invokes his notion of l’informe (the 
formless) to rupture boundaries and fragment the body.2 L’informe is an 
operation which deranges rather than negates form.3 A desire to distort form 
stems from Bataille’s cynicism towards beauty, goodness and justice. It 
developed during a socio-political climate in which Europe was between two 
World Wars and witnessing the rise of Fascism. Bataille’s l’informe challenges the 
“established, academic and bourgeois aesthetics, demands and norms.”4 The 
fragmentation of form through the sacrifice of body parts is often deployed by 
Bataille to challenge the modernist privileging of the visual over the tactile while 
also eliciting a visceral response. Sacrifice and pain play a significant role in Bataille’s 
thought. He believes that to appreciate life, the body needs to be pushed beyond its 
limits into a state of formlessness.5  
           The first chapter addresses the several parallels that can be drawn between 
the underlying concepts associated with fragmentation in the works of Kawakubo 
and Bataille. Kawakubo is considered to be designing the body itself with her 
collections alternately labelled “avant-garde” and “deconstructive”.6 The 
collections, in particular, Body Meets Dress/ Dress Meets Body (Spring/Summer 
1997) depict the body as disfigured and in a state of transition. Bataille also looks 
to transgress boundaries and is often drawn to mutations in the natural world 
to illustrate and support his notion of l’informe. Bataille’s novel The Story of the 
                                                          
2  Georges Bataille’s idea of l’informe (the formless) first appeared as a “Critical Dictionary” 
entry in his journal Documents no. 7, 1929. It is reproduced in Visions of Excess: Selected Writings 
1927-1939, ed. and trans. by Allan Stoekl, with Carl R. Lovitt and Donald M. Leslie Jr. (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1985), 31. 
3  Benjamin Noys, George Bataille: A Critical Introduction (London: Pluto Press, 2000), 35. 
4  Adam Geczy and Jacqueline Millner, Fashionable Art, (London and New York: Bloomsbury, 
2015), 78. 
5  Georges Bataille, Inner Experience, trans. by Leslie Anne Boldt, (Albany: State University of 
New York Press, 1988) 
6  Adam Geczy and Vicki Karaminas, Critical Fashion Practice, (London and New York: 
Bloomsbury, 2017), 29-33. 
3 
 
Eye is discussed for its ability to shock and distort the limitations of thought. 
Both Bataille and Kawakubo create tension through opposing dualities. 
Addressing Bataille’s thoughts on inner experience and violence contributes to an 
understanding of the concepts underpinning the works of Burri and de la Cruz. 
Burri’s Sacchi (Sacks) and Combustioni Plastiche (Plastic Combustions) are 
associated with the “wounded” body. Analogies are made between the 
interventions in Burri’s works and Bataille’s desire to wound or rupture boundaries 
including acts of self mutilation. Mutilation is a theme which runs through the 
works of de la Cruz. Her manipulation of material is considered to evoke a sense of 
violence and the “traumatised” body. The third chapter discusses the studio 
practice and its engagement with ideas associated with distorted boundaries 
and the transitional space. Studio works are discussed in reference to Bataille, 
and their shared affinities with the concepts of relevant artists. The materials 
and processes employed to realise these concepts are also discussed. The paper 
concludes with highlighting the outcomes and resolutions of the project.  
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Chapter 1 Fragmented 
The concepts underpinning the works of both Bataille and Kawakubo are focussed 
on fragmenting the body. Kawakubo’s metaphoric fracturing of the body shares 
affinities with Bataille’s notion of l’informe in which boundaries are ruptured and 
transgressed so that a closed form becomes “squashed...like a spider or an 
earthworm.”7 Kawakubo’s processes of disassembling and reassembling distort 
conventional notions of form. The portrayal of the grotesque fragmented body is 
deployed by both Bataille and Kawakubo to challenge conventional thought. 
Tension in their work is created through the oscillation between opposing elements 
of such dualisms as beauty/grotesque, contained/fragmented, and 
perfect/imperfect. Bataille acknowledges the impossibility of the coexistence of 
opposing dualities and accepts that this can only lead to an imperfect state, a state 
of transition. Dualities exist in Kawakubo’s work to depict the body as fragmented 
and in a state of transformation, and which deny any sense of perfection.  
              The notion of l’informe underpins Bataille’s theory on transgression and is 
considered to be “a cipher for his broader ideas around the impulse to resist 
categorisation and the forced boundaries of identity.”8 Bataille considers the 
classical form of the body to be a limited, self-contained unity with all protrusions 
concealed and orifices closed. It is a body contained within an impenetrable 
boundary unable to connect with the realities of life. Through using challenging and 
confronting language and imagery Bataille attempts to rupture the notion of this 
self-contained individual with its closed boundaries. Bataille postulates the closed 
form of the individual to exist in the realm of the homogenous. Distorting the 
boundary of this closed form requires exposure to those elements of society which 
threaten this homogeneity. In his essay “Psychological Structure of Fascism,” 
Bataille writes on the relationship between the homogenous and heterogeneous. 
                                                          
7  George Bataille, “Formless” in Visions of Excess: Selected Writings 1927-1939, ed. and trans. 
by Allan Stoekl, with Carl R. Lovitt and Donald M. Leslie Jr. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1985), 31. 
8  Adam Geczy and Jacqueline Millner, Fashionable Art, (London and New York: Bloomsbury, 
2015), 77. 
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The homogenous refers to the closed form of the individual and its habitual 
assumptions about everyday life. It is the homogeneity associated with the familiar. 
The heterogeneous is that which threatens the stability of the individual and which 
is considered to be in the realm of the monstrous and the unfamiliar. Bataille calls 
for a return of the heterogeneous, that which is usually excluded and rejected by an 
individual and society because it is considered too dangerous, monstrous, 
destructive, sick and perverse.9 Bataille admires the “scandalous and pornographic” 
work of the Marquis de Sade for its impact on how it makes one feel and think 
about the world.10 Bataille considers Sade’s work to push the limitations of thought 
through “an irruption of excremental forces.”11 The graphic example from Sade’s 
1785 The 120 Days of Sodom is analysed by Bataille as the destruction of all 
limitations: “Verneuil makes someone shit, he eats the turd, and then he demands 
that someone eat his. The one who eats his shit vomits: he devours her puke.”12 
Sade’s language emphatically negates the notion of the contained individual with 
closed orifices and shares affinities with the Bataille’s desire to rupture the body’s 
limitations, making it vulnerable through using subversive language and imagery. 
               Bataille embraces the physical reality of the vulnerable body.13 He seeks 
imagery and texts that depict the body in a state of transition and that reflect his 
attitude to the fragmentation of form. Fascinated with the emotional experience of 
encountering natural anomalies Bataille cites a passage from Pierre Boaistuau’s 
Histoires prodigieuses: “Among all things that can be contemplated under the 
concavity of  the heavens, nothing is seen that arouses the human spirit more, that 
ravishes the sense more, that horrifies more provokes more terror.....than the 
                                                          
9  Georges Bataille, “The Psychological Structure of Fascism,” in Visions of Excess: Selected 
Writings 1927-1939, ed. and trans. by Allan Stoekl, with Carl R. Lovitt and Donald M. Leslie Jr. 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1985), 144-145. 
10  Noys, George Bataille: A Critical Introduction, 2. 
11  Georges Bataille, “The Use Value of D.A.F. de Sade,” in Visions of Excess: Selected Writings 
1927-1939, ed. and trans. by Allan Stoekl, with Carl R. Lovitt and Donald M. Leslie Jr. (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1985), 92. 
12  Ibid., 95. 
13  Jeremy Biles, Ecce Monstrum: George Bataille and the Sacrifice of Form (New York: Fordham 
University Press, 2005), 116. 
6 
 
works of nature inverted, mutilated, and truncated.”14 The seductive horror of the 
grotesque inspires Bataille to juxtapose this text with an illustration from Nicolas-
Francois and Genevieve Regnault’s 1775 publication The Deviations of Nature 
(fig.2).15 Bataille was intent on showing that the ideal did not exist in reality. In his 
first contribution to the journal Documents (1929-1930), “The Academic Horse”, 
Bataille proposes that the ideal human form is a mutation of “the hideous 
anthropomorphic monkey.”16 Bataille’s base foundation of reality was one of 
mutation where all forms existed in states of transition.17  
            The desire to distort the ideal form that underpins the western conventional 
garment is evident in Kawakubo’s designs.18 Frances Connelly claims that, “in 
aesthetic discourse, clear and discreet boundaries are integral to the apprehension 
of beauty.”19 The disavowal to the point of violation of the “natural” body is 
challenged in Kawakubo’s collection Body Meets Dress/ Dress Meets Body 
(Spring/Summer 1997). Otherwise referred to as “Lumps and Bumps” because of 
the many padded extrusions in the garment which makes a woman appear as if 
beset with large cancerous growths, or as if a hip or breast has displaced itself onto 
an area it shouldn’t be. In this collection, the stretched gingham textile hugs 
abnormally large and irregular buttocks or uneven bulky shoulders creating an 
impression of the body as “distended, extended, and relocated”.20 The garments 
enhance rather than conceal the buttocks, expand the waistline rather than 
drawing it in and the backs of garments protrude into humps, giving the appearance 
of a hunchback such as the likes of Quasimodo. Kawakubo continues to explore 
bodily limits in her collection The Future of Silhouette (Autumn/Winter 2017) (fig.3) 
                                                          
14  This quote from Pierre Boaistuau, appears at the beginning of his Histoires prodigieuses, a 
work published in 1561 and is reproduced in Georges Bataille, “The Deviations of Nature,” in Visions 
of Excess: Selected Writings 1927-1939, ed. and trans. by Allan Stoekl, with Carl R. Lovitt and Donald 
M. Leslie Jr. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1985), 53. 
15  Ibid., 54. 
16  George Bataille, “The Academic Horse” in Dawn Ades and Simon Baker, Undercover 
Surrealism, (London: Hayward Gallery Publishing, 2006), 238. 
17  Ibid., 237-239. 
18  Geczy and Karaminas, Critical Fashion Practice, 37. 
19  Frances S. Connelly, Modern Art and the Grotesque, (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2003), 4. 
20  Geczy and Karaminas, Critical Fashion Practice, 33. 
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in which she again affixes “large pillow-like shapes” to many parts of the body that 
fashion has always sought to flatter such as the shoulder, hips and torso.21 The body 
appears to be mutating. It is in a state of transition between the ideal and the 
grotesque. Boundaries are being ruptured and form is being distorted. Kawakubo is 
embracing the diversity of the physical body as it exists in reality rather than as an 
idealised homogenous form.22 
          Kawakubo’s concept of rupturing homogeneity is allied to the fragmentation 
of form. Kawakubo disassembles and reassembles fragments.  Within the critical 
dictionary entries in Bataille’s journal Documents, he divides the body into discrete 
parts, the big toe, mouth, anus and the eye. This fragmentation undercuts the 
“form of the conventional dictionary with incisive deformations”.23 This 
fragmentation has been likened to “the remnants of sacrifice, the vomited parts of 
the dictionary pathologically cast outside of itself.”24 The fragmentation of form 
through the sacrifice of body parts is often deployed by Bataille to challenge the 
modernist privileging of the visual over the tactile while also eliciting a visceral 
response. Bataille frequently subjects the eye to many transformations. In his novel, 
The Story of the Eye, the eye is enucleated, dislodged and thereby blinded. The 
character Simone molests and kills a priest and then demands that the eye of this 
priest be plucked out.  Simone takes the eye in her hand and with “no 
qualms...instantly amuses herself by fondling the depth of her thighs and inserting 
this apparently fluid object.”25 The unease elicited through imagining the eye being 
removed from its socket and inserted into the vagina reflects Bataille’s desire to 
shock. As in the writings of Sade, Bataille fragments the body to test the limits of 
thought and to shatter the audience’s habitual assumptions about life and self. In 
The Story of the Eye, Bataille also creates a tension through the interplay and 
confusion between the tactile and the visual. Rather than an object contemplating 
                                                          
21  Geczy and Karaminas, Critical Fashion Practice, 33. 
22  Rebecca Arnold, Fashion, Desire and Anxiety, Image and Morality in the Twentieth Century, 
(London and New Jersey: IB Tauris and Rutgers University Press, 2001), 94-95. 
23  Biles, Ecce Monstrum, 157. 
24  Ibid., 157. 
25   George Bataille’s The Story of the Eye cited in Biles, Ecce Monstrum, 159. 
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from a distance, the eyeball becomes “an organ subject to touch as well as the 
organ of touch.”26  This interplay between dualities is considered by Bataille as a 
resistance to homogeneity of form. 
            The notion of opposing dualities such as the tactile and the visual, beauty and 
the grotesque, is attractive to Bataille. As Hollier writes, “Bataille never failed to 
acknowledge the seduction dualist thought...exercised over him.”27 Dualism is 
considered to be “not a dualist system but a will to dualism, a resistance to system 
and homogeneity.”28 The tension in Bataille’s work is achieved by “maintaining the 
hiatus of this duality, in maintaining it as pure interval, pure separation and pure 
disjointed in-between.”29 Bataille’s will to dualist thought is destined for 
imperfection and is a state of mind in opposition to Hegelian satisfaction.30 Where 
Hegel sought to contain and synthesise dualist thought, Bataille uses its tension to 
transgress boundaries.31 Bataille desired a life of disruptive forces that refuted 
Hegel’s desire to control these forces.32 The will to imperfection that drives Bataille 
to adopt such dualist thought shares affinities with Kawakubo’s attitude to 
imperfection.  
             Dichotomies were placed at the centre of the 2017 exhibition of Kawakubo’s 
work at the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York 
(Met), entitled Rei Kawakubo/Comme des Garçons: Art of the in-Between.33 The “in-
between” with regard to Kawakubo is thought of as an equivalent state to that 
evoked by Bataille’s “hiatus of duality” in which there is never any fixed alternative 
to the one or the other. Kawakubo challenges the conventions of perfection 
underlying Western fashion design. Her ensembles suggest an endless process of 
transformation as they oscillate between the complete and the fragmented, and 
                                                          
26  Biles, Ecce Monstrum, 159. 
27  Dennis Hollier, “The Dualist Materialism of Georges Bataille”, in On Bataille, ed. by Allan 
Stoekl, Yale French Studies, 78 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990), 126. 
28  Ibid., 127. 
29  Ibid., 128. 
30  Biles, Ecce Monstrum, 28. 
31  Ibid., 13-14. 
32  Noys, George Bataille: A Critical Introduction, 7. 
33  I visited this exhibition in July 2017 for research on Kawakubo’s material manipulation.   
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between the beautiful and the grotesque. The distortions in many of Kawakubo’s 
designs can be read as metaphors for imperfection. The myriad asymmetries within 
Kawakubo’s collections afford a new angle on what can be considered beautiful and 
draw attention to the imperfect body as opposed to the ideal.34 To the Zen 
Buddhist, wabi-sabi is the appreciation of asymmetry, irregularity, and 
imperfection, an appreciation Kawakubo shares. Kawakubo’s collections Patchworks 
and X (Spring/Summer 1983) (fig. 4) and Clustering Beauty (Spring/Summer 1998) 
(fig.5) reflect her belief in finding beauty in the unfinished, the irregular and the 
imperfect.35 Seams and threads are exposed in these collections alluding to an 
imperfection that conventionally remains concealed.36 Kawakubo’s unfinished 
designs are suggestive of a body in flux. As with her collection Body Meets Dress/ 
Dress Meets Body (Spring/Summer 1997). there is a sense of transformation.  The 
metaphoric body occupies a state of transition in which opposing dualities oscillate. 
The fractured body as Kawakubo conceives it is one that exists in a “constant state 
of reconfiguration, like a mutating molecule. The logic of inside-outside is one of 
more than two sides, as in the Mobius strip”.37 
          Bataille’s notion of l’informe is intended to fracture the closed form.  He seeks 
to traumatise his audience through subversive language and imagery, thereby 
invoking a state of formlessness through rupturing boundaries. Trauma often tests 
the body’s limits and generates a sensation of having entered into a transitional 
space where the familiar has been shattered. The body exists in a space that is 
distorted with undefined boundaries. A feeling of fragmentation follows the 
traumatic impact with a sense of being pulled apart and reassembled in an 
unfamiliar way. Disequilibrium is experienced as one is pushed to the edge of one’s 
limits. Kawakubo’s designs elicit a sense of this disequilibrium as the distortions in 
her work depict the body as fragmented and imperfect.  
                                                          
34  Geczy and Karaminas, Critical Fashion Practice, 40. 
35  Ibid., 52.  
36  Andrew Bolton, “Introduction: Art of the In-Between”, in Rei Kawakubo/Commes des 
Garçon: Art of the In-Between, edited by Andrew Bolton (New York, New Haven and London: The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art and Yale University Press, 2017), 14. 
37  Geczy and Karaminas, Critical Fashion Practice, 41. 
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Chapter 2 Wounded 
Italian post World War II artist Alberto Burri and Spanish contemporary artist 
Angela de la Cruz both create paintings through acts of destruction.  The distortions 
in Burri’s work are often read metaphorically as those of the wounded body. Burri 
challenges the modernist privileging of the visual over the tactile through his use of 
everyday material such as burlap sacks and plastics as the surface of his paintings. 
He distorts these surfaces through various interventions. Burri’s “wounding” of the 
surface shares affinities with Bataille’s desire to wound through subversive imagery 
associated with acts of mutilation. De la Cruz’s “tortured” manipulations of the 
painted canvas convey a sense of the disfigured body. Her works elicit a sense of 
transition as they blur the distinction between painting and sculpture. Conflating 
elegance with the disturbing, de la Cruz produces physically charged pieces alluding 
to a traumatised body. 
               Burri is best known for his Sacchi (Sacks) series of the 1950s such as Sacco 
5P (Sack 5P 1953) (fig.6) and his Combustioni Plastiche (Plastic Combustions) (fig.7) 
series of the 1950s and 1960s. By introducing discarded and everyday material as a 
painting surface, Burri privileged the tactile over the visual. As such, Burri diverged 
from American and European post-war gestural abstraction and the rigid and elitist 
strategies of Greenbergian modernism. His use of unconventional material and 
processes that often involved both attacking the canvas from both sides and 
positioning it horizontally on the floor, was a rejection of the modernist formal 
relationship between painter and painting.38 Lorenza Trucchi observes that the 
reality of Burri’s textures delivered, “a Babel of sensations. He mutilated a 
homogenous fabric into a heterogeneous typography, forcing the viewer’s eye to 
work in tandem with a continuous projection of the hand over, under and onto the 
surface.”39 Burri distorts single sheets of either plastic or burlap through stitching, 
lacerating, perforating and scorching. He creates “broken skins that inform our 
                                                          
38  Jaimey Hamilton, “Making Art Matter: Alberto Burri’s Sacchi,” October, no.124 (Spring 
2008), 41. 
39  Lorenzo Trucchi quoted in Emily Braun, Alberto Burri: The Trauma of Painting, (New York: 
Guggenheim Museum Publications, 2016), 51. 
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perception of corporeal armatures and membranes.”40 Burri’s emphasis on the 
manipulation of materiality expressed a direct struggle with the moral implications 
of World War II and was an attempt to reflect its destructive potential.41 His work 
has also been interpreted as reflecting his time spent as a doctor in the Italian army 
and in a prisoner-of-war-camp.42 The holes and meandering lines of stitches in his 
Sacchi (Sacks) are suggestive of wounds and sutures and convey a sense of 
vulnerability and fragility. 43 Burri’s wounding of the surface of painting has been 
described as “humble, real and tangible” and likened to a type of excavation which 
exposed its “visceral belly” making painting matter to the world again following the 
war.44 Through the privileging of the tactile over the visual, Burri’s manipulation of 
material make us “conscious of sentient bodies-both our own and the corpus of the 
picture.”45 Burri’s Sacco 5P (Sack 5P 1953)(fig.6), consist of layers of paint and 
burlap suggesting a thickness of flesh. Burri tore at the burlap “skin” to create 
holes which exposed a layering of red paint and plastic. The plastic which was 
applied in liquid form, dried in viscous globs and evoked coagulated blood and 
by association pain and wounding.46 As Burri’s stitches are insufficient, the 
holes in his work remain open thereby depicting the unbounded space of the 
formless.  
         While Bataille’s notion of l’informe was intended to “wound” his audience 
through subversive imagery and language, he also sought the experience of pain 
and violence for himself. War had demonstrated to Bataille the potential of violence 
to rupture boundaries.47 He searched for expressions of violence in acts of sacrifice 
                                                          
40  Braun, Alberto Burri, 51. 
41  As proposed by Enrico Crispolti, Informel critic, in Hamilton, “Making Art Matter: Alberto 
Burri’s Sacchi,” 38. 
42  Anthony White, “Burning Man,” Artforum, no.5 (January 2016): 209. 
43  Judith Rosner argues that Burri’s works are neither symbolic nor narrative. Instead Rosner 
claims that the materials are presented so as to be perceived in a strongly visceral and emotional 
way by the viewer. See Judith Rosner, “Albert Burri: The Art of the Matter” (PhD thesis, University of 
Melbourne, 2015). 7-8 http://hdl.handle.net/11343/54617  
44  Enrico Crispolti and Toni Toniato describing Burri’s work in Hamilton, “Making Art Matter: 
Alberto Burri’s Sacchi,”38.  
45  Braun, Alberto Burri, 51.  
46  Hamilton, “Making Art Matter: Alberto Burri’s Sacchi,”38.  
47  Noys, George Bataille: A Critical Introduction, 10. 
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and self-mutilation that allowed a transgression of thought.48 In writing Inner 
Experience, Bataille begins by establishing a “desire to be everything” but with the 
realisation that all forms of thought and desire never fully meet their mark he 
establishes the existence of a wound. Bataille considers an open wound to act as a 
conduit for experiencing pain.49 He writes that “without your pain, you’re nothing,” 
believing that without pain, one’s limits are never tested and therefore one never 
fully experiences the sensation of being.50 Bataille became obsessed with pain and 
suffering following his introduction in 1925 to the photograph of a man undergoing 
the process known as the lingchi, translated as “death by a thousand cuts.” This 
mode of torture involves evisceration and dismemberment.51 In Bataille’s final 
work, Tears of Eros he writes that, “this photograph had a decisive role in my life. I 
never stopped being obsessed by this image of pain.”52 This image is significant for 
Bataille as it suggests an overflowing of limits. Bataille sought a similar rupturing of 
limits through his own work. He “wounds” to communicate with his audience and 
as such shares affinities with Burri’s desire to communicate through the rupturing of 
the surface of his painting.53 
         It has been suggested that Burri’s Sacchi (Sacks) “with vibrant red effusions 
visible through the burlap planes” resemble the historical images of the bloody 
punctured hands and feet of “Jesus as the Man of Sorrows”.54 Bataille writes about 
wounding his own hand in his novel Blue of Noon, “I had grasped my pen and 
holding it in my clenched right hand like a knife, I repeatedly buried the steel nib in 
the back of my left hand and forearm. Just to see - just to see, and also: I wanted to 
inure myself to pain. I inflicted a number of dirty cuts, more blackish than red 
                                                          
48  Ibid.,10. 
49  Bataille, Inner Experience, 3-4. 
50  George Bataille, Guilty, trans. by Bruce Boone, (Venice California: The Lapis Press, 1988), 69. 
51  Noys, George Bataille: A Critical Introduction, 25. 
52  Bataille quoted in Ibid., 25. 
53  Burri’s destruction of the picture plane ruptures the relationship of painting to surface and 
support. Burri wounds the surface of the painting to distort form. Yve-Alain Bois and Rosalind Krauss 
exhibit Burri’s 1964 work Combustione Plastica in their 1996 seminal exhibition, L’informe: mode 
d’emploi, Paris: Centre George Pompidou, to invoke Bataille’s notion of l’informe. 
54  Braun, Alberto Burri, 57. 
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because of the ink.”55 Bataille desires to express a violence that is beyond language 
and searches for ways to enact this violence such as the cutting of his own hand. 
The operation of writing and seeing for Bataille are inseparable and it has therefore 
been suggested that a connection can be made between writing and producing 
art.56  By cutting his hand, Bataille plays with the duality of the tactile and the visual.  
              Bataille’s depiction of blackish red wounds can be likened to the metaphoric 
wounds in Burri’s Rosso plastica (Red Plastic 1963) (fig.8). Burri wounds the surface 
through wielding a torch to melt holes in a continuous sheet of red plastic revealing 
the underlying layer of black textile. The melting makes the work highly tactile and 
elicits a sense of Bataille’s dirty black and red wounds and the bloody punctured 
hands of “Jesus as the Man of Sorrows”. 
             Heidegger and Hegel considered hands to be the tools which give shape to 
objects in the world and to the human individual. Hands are meant to be 
“balanced” and work as a single united form.57 Bataille’s desire for the image of the 
mutilated hand to convey the distortion of form is reflected in his interpretation of 
the stencilled hands in the caves of Lascaux. Bataille interprets these hands as a 
refusal of form and as Hollier states, “auto-mutilation needs to be thought of as a 
pictorial act, even the pictorial act, par excellence. For painting is nothing if it does 
not attack the architecture of the human body”.58 Bataille always seeks the absence 
of a stable body image to distort modernist boundaries.  
             Distorting form in a contemporary work can also elicit a sense of the 
unstable and fragile body. As a contemporary artist focussed on the manipulation of 
material, de la Cruz desecrates the canvas, allowing it to break free from the 
established conventions of a bounded, flat homogenous surface. Her works often 
incorporate fragments of the broken frame as evident in Super Clutter 
XLL/Pink/Brown (2006) (fig.9). The mangled and twisted works suggest a sense of 
                                                          
55  George Bataille, Blue of Noon, trans. by Harry Mathews, (London: Paladin Grafton,1988), 
106. 
56  Biles, Ecce Monstrum,127. 
57  Biles, Ecce Monstrum, 131-133. 
58  Dennis Hollier, Against Architecture: The Writings of George Bataille, trans. by Betsy Wing, 
(London: The MIT Press, 1989), 80. 
14 
 
frenetic violence. Bataille desires an inner experience in which violence coexists 
with ecstasy to take him to the limits of thought and to test his very being. The 
impossibility of the co-existence of violence and ecstasy leads to a state of ruin.59 It 
is also a state of transition and as such tension. De la Cruz’s works elicit a sense of 
tension between the vibrancy of her colour palette and the sense of destruction. 
Now wheelchair bound, she considers the distortion of her canvases as both a 
commentary on her physical and emotional trauma and a destruction of the 
“grandiosity of painting”.60 The proportions of the works such as Deflated 21 (Red 
2011) (fig.10) emulate the human body.  De la Cruz’s method for distorting the 
canvas sometimes involves the collision of her wheelchair with the canvas to scar 
and “wound” the surface. Her desire to evoke the damaged body is reflected in her 
colour palette, with canvases often painted to suggest the bloodied wounded 
body.61 Her works foreground the body, both artist’s and viewer’s, in one’s 
experience of the painted surface.62 
             Violence ruptures boundaries and as such creates a sense of formlessness. 
Bataille considers the wound as an unbounded space of transition. While Burri 
ruptures the surface of his paintings through processes including combustion and 
tearing, de la Cruz wounds her work through aggressive manipulation of both the 
surface and the support. The surfaces of both Burri’s and de la Cruz’s work act as 
skins of traumatic memory.  
 
 
 
                                                          
59  Bataille, Inner Experience, 4. 
60  “Angela de la Cruz,” Lisson Gallery, accessed July 31, 2018, 
https://www.lissongallery.com/artists/angela-de-la-cruz 
61   Emily Cormack, “Angela de la Cruz’s ‘Transfer’,” Art Agenda, April 6, 2012, http://www.art-
agenda.com/reviews/angela-de-la-cruz%E2%80%99s-transfer/  
62   “Angela de la Cruz: Transfer”, Anna Schwartz Gallery, accessed July 25, 2018, 
http://annaschwartzgallery.com/exhibitions/transfer/ 
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Chapter 3 Studio Practice 
The studio work for the Honours project Distort investigates ways to translate 
concepts associated with the intangibility of the transitional space. This space is 
associated with the notion of the formless and is considered to be one of undefined 
and distorted boundaries. It is also a space of oscillating dualities such as 
being/becoming, inside/outside, complete/incomplete, known/unknown and 
chaos/control. The distortions in the works are metaphors for the body’s response 
to physical and emotional trauma. Post trauma, the body occupies a transitional 
space as it adjusts to a new way of being. With the body’s boundaries wounded 
there is a sense of fragmentation and vulnerability. Although the Honours project 
was influenced by a personal experience, the artworks are not articulations of this 
experience and are considered to share affinities with the stories of others.  
              The studio works produced are considered to lie in the field of “expanded 
painting”, a term labelled by Mark Titmarsh for painting that absorbs and 
synthesises from other fields such as photography, digital media and sculpture.63 As 
such painting expands beyond applying paint to the surface of the canvas to include 
both the sculpting of the painted surface and the manipulation of a variety of 
materials including hessian, neoprene rubber, plastics and a variety of fabrics 
including felt and faux fur. These materials are used for their inherent qualities of 
texture and colour and a malleability that contributes to the hands-on experience of 
making. In conjunction with drawing from other fields, the studio works are also 
influenced by a number of painting genres and movements including Conceptual, 
Expressionist, Assemblage and Arte Povera. Curator Laura Hoptman likens 
contemporary painters to contemporary Dr. Frankensteins because they “ransack 
the timeless tombs of data and cobble together works of art from parts found 
there.”64 
                                                          
63  In reference to Rosalind Krauss’s 1979 essay “Sculpture in the expanded field” in which 
Krauss noted that the boundaries defining the category of sculpture were being stretched and 
becoming malleable. See Mark Titmarsh, Expanded Painting: Ontological Aesthetics and the Essence 
of Colour, (London and New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2017), 60-62. 
64  Laura Hoptman, The Forever Now: Contemporary Painting in an Atemporal World, (New 
York: The Museum of Modern Art, 2014), 47. 
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            The creative process underpinning the making of the studio works employs a 
practice-based engagement with materiality that is interwoven with influences and 
research for contextualisation.65 The methodological approach is one of materiality, 
making, knowledge, questioning and praxis. By experimenting and problem solving 
in the studio, the properties of materials are tested to discover possible 
permutations. while also incorporating the unexpected.66 The approach adopted to 
sourcing and manipulating material reflects Annette Messager’s attitude to making 
as she states, "I work by intuition…so each time I create, it is as if it is my first 
artwork."67 Studio work also reflects the way in which Eva Hesse engaged with 
materials. Hesse admitted that when she worked with unconventional materials 
such as ropes and string, she did so from a purely abstract viewpoint allowing the 
materials and intuition to dictate the form. There was minimal emphasis on any 
formal qualities: these evolved from her engagement with the material.68   
            The distortions in the studio works are considered to metaphorically depict 
the transitional space and its associated fragmented boundaries. A metaphor allows 
us to see something that is substituted for another through the suggestion of 
similarity. Richard Shiff writing on metaphor claims that the mind attaches meaning 
to all that the body identifies and recognises.69 Art is considered as a metaphoric 
bridge between individuals and the realities of life where, “our concept of life 
seems to demand that works of art be incomplete, flawed, or imperfect.”70 The 
studio work Becoming (fig.11) depicts the incomplete that is associated with the 
state of transition. It presents as a painting that expands into the spatial domain 
suggesting a space of formlessness with oscillating dualities. A play exists between 
                                                          
65  Johanna Drucher states that “all artistic work is embedded within a historical matrix of 
interconnections, quotations, precedents and innovations.” Johanna Drucker, Sweet Dreams: 
Contemporary Art and Complicity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), 101. 
66  A number of maquettes were produced and exhibited in the galleries on Sydney College of 
the Arts campus, Dedspace and Shortspace to test concepts. 
67  “Annette Messager: 'I work by intuition',” Tate, January 3, 2014, 
https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/annette-messager-2670/annette-messager-work-intuition 
68  Lucy Lippard, Eva Hesse (New York: New York University Press, 1976), 5-8, 58-60. 
69  Richard Shiff, "Art and Life: A Metaphoric Relationship," Critical Inquiry 5, no. 1 (1978): 108 -
111. http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy1.library.usyd.edu.au/stable/1342980 
70  Ibid., 109. 
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the visual and the tactility of everyday material, between the finished and the 
incomplete, and between being and becoming. The contrasting colours and textures 
of materials and their manipulation depict the carnivalesque and a blurring of 
boundaries between chaos and order. The work suggests excretion of formal 
elements and draws analogies with the language of Bataille and the Marquis de 
Sade that attempts to distort and rupture the closed form.  
            The act of cutting is a gesture imbued with a range of possibilities that 
include opening a surface to expose a void or fragmenting a surface to reveal 
hidden layers. The iconic Tagli or ‘Cuts’ (fig.12) composed by artist Lucio Fontana in 
the 1950s and 1960s present the gesture of cutting in direct correlation with the 
practice of art making. Fontana deployed the cutting gesture as an action to not 
only rupture the surface, but to also expose a potential void or abyss existing 
between and below the broken boundary. Described by art historian Anthony White 
as “lodged somewhere between pictorial space and sculptural object,” Fontana’s 
puncturing and cutting of the canvas was primarily one of space.71 Unlike Fontana, 
contemporary artist Huseyin Sami’s considered incisions are not intent on exposing 
a void but rather to fragment the surface so as to reveal hidden layers (fig.13).72  
          By cutting and tearing into the surface of the studio work Beyond (fig.14) the 
closed form of the stretched canvas is ruptured and string is threaded through the 
opening. The colour palette of the painted surface shares affinities with Anish 
Kapoor’s maroon reds that darken to earthy black tones depicting the interior void 
(fig.15).73 While the surface of Beyond depicts wounding and its associated 
transitional space or void, the string is suggestive of Ariadne’s thread, offering 
guidance out of the abyss.  
          The concept of wounding is also foreground in the studio work Rupture 
(fig.16). It presents as a torn sheet of canvas, machine stitched together to expose 
                                                          
71  Anthony White, Lucio Fontana: Between Utopia and Kitsch, An October Book (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2011), 196-198. 
72  An insight into Huseyin Sami’s activations via conversation with James Gatt, Gallery 
Manager, Sarah Cottier Gallery, Paddington, NSW. 
73  “Anish Kapoor,” Lisson Gallery, accessed October 5, 2018, 
https://www.lissongallery.com/exhibitions/anish-kapoor--15 
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its seams. Revealing the seams draws analogies with Sami’s action of revealing 
lapels of colour. Rupture is secured to the wall with a row of nails. The association 
between nailing and wounding and the way that the surface is painted contribute to 
its evocation of violence. The maroon red palette of the exposed seams depicts the 
depth of the open wound and is in contrast with the palette used to depict the 
bruised surface of the skin.  
          The allusion to violence and wounding is also present in the studio works 
Crushed (fig.17) that marries colour and manipulation of a painted canvas to depict 
a collapsed body and in Under My Skin (fig.18), which is a digital image of a cut to 
the back of the right hand. The distortion in Under My Skin delivers an element of 
ambiguity. The undefined boundaries metaphorically depict the body’s state of 
disorientation and instability when inflicted with pain. Bataille self-mutilated his 
hand believing that pain ruptures the body’s boundaries allowing one to attain a 
true sense of being. In Marina Abramović’s 1974 performance Rhythm 0 she invited 
the audience to choose from a selection of 72 objects to “mark” her body with. One 
member of the audience chose to cut Abramović’s neck with a razor blade. 
Abramović explored the physical and mental limits of her being as she withstood 
pain and danger in her search for emotional transformation.74 
           The studio works are informed by the sculptural qualities of materials. While 
the process of cutting metaphorically depicts the wounded, the act of folding elicits 
a sense of the vulnerable and mutable. Hessian is manipulated and photographed 
to produce the studio work Beneath and Between (fig.19) to suggest the recesses 
associated with fragmentation. The ambiguity in Beneath and Between shares 
affinities with the distortive effects in the photographic works of Pat Brassington. 
Brassington’s works are digital manipulations of the body rendering them at once 
both intimate and alien (fig.20).75 Similarly, in the studio work Fragile (fig.21), felt 
textile has been folded, photographed and digitally manipulated and printed. The 
                                                          
74  “Marina Abramović Rhythm 0,” Tate, accessed August 15, 2018, 
https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/abramovic-rhythm-0-t14875 
75  Arts Review “Pat Brassington: the body electric,” September 12, 2017, 
http://artsreview.com.au/pat-brassington-the-body-electric/ 
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work combines both the acts of cutting and folding and depicts the sense of 
distortion that often abounds in the transitional space.   
            The use of neoprene rubber led to a synthesis of manipulation and 
spontaneity in the development of Finding Shelter (fig.22) and Lost in the Labyrinth 
(fig.23). Opposing dualities of open/closed and conceal/reveal exist in the works 
while the use of neoprene, a material usually associated with protection, creates a 
tension in the oscillation between protected and vulnerable. 
             Through the use of colour, texture and processes including folding and 
cutting, the works produced for the research project Distort share a dialogue 
engaging with the notion of formlessness and its association with ruptured 
boundaries and transitional spaces. Although the works are non-representational, 
with the body being metaphorically depicted as fragmented and wounded, there 
exists the potential for a resonance with the viewer and unlimited experiences and 
interpretations.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
20 
 
Conclusion 
When the familiarity of one’s life is disrupted through an emotional and physical 
upheaval, there is a sense of occupying a space of transition and transformation. It 
is an intangible space and as such one that is difficult to articulate and capture. The 
Honours project Distort has sought to find ways to translate the feeling of 
emotional disruption through forms that are themselves indeterminate, under 
stress, or without distinct form—all to suggest the feeling of irresolution, 
dissolution and flux when quivering under the weight of severe anxiety. As such, the 
project explores the dissolution of familiar boundaries that occurs during trauma 
and its aftermath. The works are ciphers for the fragmented and wounded body as 
seen in terms of the metaphors relating to transitional space. 
            The project, while finished at this stage, has offered many new future 
possibilities in terms of how liminality, inscrutability, ambivalence, and formlessness 
might be approached. As with the intangible oscillations that occur within the 
unbounded space, there now exists a number of intangible concepts oscillating 
within and around my practice. These ideas offer new directions for enquiry made 
apparent by the project Distort. 
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Figure 1. Rei Kawakubo, Commes des Garçons Body Meets Dress/Dress Meets Body  
(Spring Summer 1997) 
Courtesy of Rei Kawakubo/Commes des Garçon: Art of the In-Between, edited by Andrew Bolton (New 
York, New Haven and London: The Metropolitan Museum of Art and Yale University Press, 2017), 140. 
  
22 
 
 
Figure 2. Nicolas-Francois and Genevieve Regnault, Double Child, 1775 
Illustration in the publication The Deviations of Nature 
Reproduced in Bataille, George. “The Deviations of Nature,” In Visions of Excess: Selected Writings 1927-
1939, edited and translated by Allan Stoekl, with Carl R. Lovitt and Donald M. Leslie Jr., 54. Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1985. 
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Figure 3. Rei Kawakubo, Commes des Garçons,  The Future of Silhouette (Autumn/Winter 2017) 
Accessed July 5, 2018. https://www.vogue.com/fashion-shows/fall-2017-ready-to-wear/comme-
des-garcons/slideshow/collection#3 
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Figure 4. Rei Kawakubo, Commes des Garçons Patchworks and X (Spring/Summer 1983)  
Courtesy of Rei Kawakubo/Commes des Garçon: Art of the In-Between, edited by Andrew Bolton (New 
York, New Haven and London: The Metropolitan Museum of Art and Yale University Press, 2017), 47. 
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Figure 5. Rei Kawakubo, Commes des Garçons, Clustering Beauty 
(Spring/Summer 1998) 
Accessed July 5, 2018. https://www.vogue.com/fashion-shows/spring-1998-ready-to-
wear/comme-des-garcons/slideshow/collection#6 
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Figure 6. Alberto Burri, Sacco 5P (Sack 5P), 1953 
Burlap, acrylic, fabric, thread, plastic, and Vinavil on canvas 
149.9 x 129.86cm 
Accessed July 3, 2018. https://theartstack.com/artist/alberto-burri/sacco-5p-1953 
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Figure 7. Alberto Burri, Combustione plastica (Plastic Combustion), 1964 
PVC plastic, and combustion 
150.5 x 251cm 
Photo credit: © MNAM Photographic Documentation service – Pompidou Centre, MNAM-
CCI/Dist.RMN-GP ©PalazzoAlbizzini Fondazione Collezione Burri, Citta Di Castello 
Accessed July 3, 2018. https://www.centrepompidou.fr/cpv/resource/cByXao/rAb9R8y 
 
 
Figure 8. Alberto Burri, Rosso plastica (Red Plastic), 1963 
PVC plastic, acrylic, combustion, and Vinavil on black fabric 
80 x 100cm 
Courtesy of Tornabuoni Art 
Accessed July 12, 2018. https://www.artbasel.com/catalog/artwork/67565/Alberto-Burri-Rosso-
Plastica 
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Figure 9. Angela de la Cruz, Super Clutter XXL (Pink/Brown), 2006 
Oil and acrylic on canvas  
210 x 142 x 85 cm 
© Angela de la Cruz. Courtesy Lisson Gallery 
Accessed July 15, 2018. https://ocula.com/art-galleries/lisson-gallery/artworks/angela-de-la-
cruz/super-clutter-xxl-pinkbrown/ 
 
 
Figure 10. Angela de la Cruz, Deflated 21 (Red), 2011 
Oil on canvas 
Dimensions variable 
Accessed July 15, 2018. https://www.artbasel.com/catalog/artwork/14562/Angela-de-la-Cruz-
Deflated-21-Red 
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Figure 11. Karen Benton, Becoming, 2018 
Fabrics and plastics on timber frame 
Dimensions variable 
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Figure 12. Lucio Fontana, Red, 1959 
Acrylic on canvas 
73.3 x 75cm 
Accessed August 12, 2018. http://www.wookgallery.com/lucio-fontana-1/ 
 
 
Figure 13. Huseyin Sami, Cut Painting (Light Yellow), 2018 
Acrylic on canvas 
183 x 152cm 
Accessed September 20, 2018. https://sydneycontemporary.com.au/galleries-2018/sarah-
cottier-gallery-sydney/ 
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Figure 14. Karen Benton, Beyond, 2018 
Acrylic on canvas, string 
Dimensions variable 
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Figure. 15. Anish Kapoor, Installation, 2017 
Lisson Gallery, London 
Accessed October 5, 2018. https://www.lissongallery.com/exhibitions/anish-kapoor--15 
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Figure 16. Karen Benton, Rupture, 2018 
Acrylic on canvas 
200cm x 152cm 
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Figure 17. Karen Benton, Crushed, 2018 
Acrylic on canvas 
Dimensions variable 
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Figure 18. Karen Benton, Under My Skin, 2018 
Digital print on canvas  
92 x 92 cm 
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Figure 19. Karen Benton, Beneath and Between, 2018 
Digital prints on canvas 
4 x 42 x 29.7cm 
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Figure 20. Pat Brassington. The Permissions #3 from the Series Quill, 2013 
Pigment Print 
20.9 x 18.1cm image 
© Pat Brassington 
Accessed August 3, 2018. https://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/collection/works/302.2013.3/ 
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Figure 21. Karen Benton, Fragile, 2018 
Digital Prints on Tyvek paper 
Dimensions variable 
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Figure 22. Karen Benton, Finding Shelter, 2018 
Neoprene rubber 
Dimensions variable 
 
 
Figure 23. Karen Benton, Lost in the Labyrinth, 2018 
Neoprene rubber 
Dimensions variable 
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